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introduction

John Malpede

Dillon to john

I don’t remember where I first learned about your work. It was
probably in the book “What We Want is Free”, or it may have been
in the context of discussing touchstone artists for Harrell Fletcher’s
practice. To be clear, I have never seen a stage production or
performance of yours in the flesh. What I do know has been mediated by words and images in articles and books, conversations
with colleagues, and videos on the internet. That being said, I am
impressed by the way your work can be described in two different
ways—either with concise facts, or with sprawling histories. For
example, one of your best known and longest running projects, the
Los Angeles Poverty Department might be understood by reading
a single sentence: A theatrical group composed mostly of transient
and homeless residents of Skid Row Los Angeles develops and
performs theater about their own lives. But, the acts that occur
7
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under this framework include so many voices, intersections with
the history of place, and I believe, entail wider social and philosophical implications, that even as I read or see about it, I don’t feel
that the work has been fully “described”. This quality intrigues me.
I am taking this opportunity to learn about your work in a different
way, to invite you to participate with me in making a report.
As you know, I am a student in the MFA Art and Social Practice at
Portland State University. I decided to study here because I am
interested in working with other people in the context of art. For me
this doesn’t mean something like people are my medium, it means
that I find working with other people to be a satisfying method
of putting art into the world. And it reflects a basic belief that art
can be a useful, rewarding, and accessible thing, worth working
towards together. I have an academic and professional background
in film, but it was in experimenting with theater that some of these
thoughts came to life for me.
Your work uses theater to acknowledge humanity where it has been
forgotten by those in power, and recognizes that a social process is necessary for (re) building individual identity. One way you
achieve this is by connecting real people to historical events. In
the production of “Agents and Assets” the transcript of a Congressional hearing addressing allegations of government involvement
in the introduction of crack cocaine to African American populations is used as a script. The script is performed by people whose
communities have been directly impacted by such drugs. This work
is not only about the subject, but it also embodies the subject, it is
the subject.
This concept (of creating work that is not only about something, but
that is the thing) has been important for me in thinking about my
own work. I am drawn to everyday practices that can be used both
as vehicles to understand a subject, and are subjects of study in
themselves. Acts such as walking and joke-making are important to
me because they exemplify these characteristics in the everyday,
quietly crossing social and spatial boundaries. My interest has
materialized in projects such as an annual hike in which I try to walk
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from the center New York City into the wilderness, memorializing an
errant coyote, and an undergraduate seminar about humor with an
open-mic joke night as its final exam.
I find that you have used humor as a potent ingredient in the conceptual organization of a project. I am thinking of “Bright Futures”,
a participatory theater piece performed at MIT. Here the financial
crisis is discussed via two sources coming from MIT itself, the first
an article on the corrupt, unsustainable practices of corporate
elites, the second a transcript from a job search panel assuring new
graduates in the financial field that their work isn’t in danger. The
result is both highly critical and hilarious.
Finally I am struck by the way your work has the freedom of being
sloppy and imperfect. From what I can tell, lines are misspoken
on stage, snapshots are used instead of composed photos, flyers
aren’t “arty”, and a shifting world of activity surrounds each project:
film screenings, public readings, talent shows, classes with universities, parades, etc. Amidst this the work remains utterly strong at
its conceptual core. I think this gets back to the fact that it can be
described briefly or at length. Someone once described my work as
“maximalist” in its ambitions, and I might use that term to describe
the way your work actually functions. I’m excited about beginning a
discussion with you about your work and philosophy, and creatively
approaching this publication together.
Sincerely,
Dillon de Give
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john to Dillon

Yes.
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INTERVIEW

John Malpede

John malpede Nice ceiling you’ve got.
Dillon de give Hey. Ah, there you are. Hey nice ceiling you’ve

got too.

JM Yeah we have an outstanding ceiling. It’s the best thing about

this place.

DG Where to you live in relation to where you work?
JM We live at the 18th Street Art Center in Santa Monica. We live

about 13 miles from our office in Echo Park and about 10 miles
from Skid Row. It’s pretty far away and different. When I first got
involved in Skid Row I was working with the Catholic Worker. I was
in LA right before the Olympics in ‘84 and I was doing a piece on
homelessness which I was going to perform in New York, because
that’s where I was living. It was right before the Olympics and there
was all this civic concern about making homeless people more invisible. Skid Row is really part of downtown. There were aggressive
police sweeps and there was talk in the City Council of shipping
people out to the desert. Some of the wackier members of the City
15
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Council were talking about putting them on the QE-2 in Long Beach
harbor or sending them to the camps that were used to detain
Japanese Americans during the 2nd World War, up in the desert. So
there were a lot of threats and a lot of police activity backing up the
threats, or at least making it threatening. I had to write this piece
and I went to a hearing by the County Board of Supervisors, who
are the ones responsible under the California State constitution
for caring for the indigent, and they run the welfare system. There
I ran into all these activists who included homeless people coming
out of the Catholic Worker and their legal clinic, which turned out
to be Inner City Law. It was just emerging as a separate entity. I
started volunteering for them, passing out flyers and organizing in
the community. I was able to go back to New York and write this
really hallucinated but very accurate thing called “Olympic Update:
Homelessness in Los Angeles”. Then I just kept coming back. It
was such a compelling situation that I’d fallen into because not only
was it the homeless capital of America, but also the strategy of
the people organizing around homeless issues included homeless
people, included direct action stuff but also class action law suits
against the county. All the work included a lot of personal testimony,
getting people to go before the Board of Supervisors and talk
about the rats jumping out of the walls at the hotels they were sent
to, or the impossibility of getting on welfare because they didn’t
have an ID. All these things coupled together: they involve personal
stories; they involve mobilizing people, having a presence at government meetings. The class action law suit is a very powerful tool
because if one person gets screwed out of their welfare benefits,
which is like $200 some a month it’s one thing, but if it represents
the class of people that are screwed, then you can multiply that by
30,000. And then that’s real money and public officials start to get
panicked about that and jump, you know, do something. This is all
to say, when I started coming back [to LA] some of my friends who
had been living at the Catholic Worker, got this house in Echo Park,
which is four miles from Skid Row. Its now the hippest neighborhood in LA but it wasn’t at that time, sort of like Williamsburg now.
Anyway, I moved into that house, and I stayed there for ten years.
When LAPD got to be doing stuff it sort of occupied my living room,
16
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not to mention the [LAPD] people who stayed there. I sort of took
over that house. My friends that had it originally moved out. Then
I got a little office across the street in the church, that we still have.
We’ve had it for over 20 years. It’s about 10 ft. x 12 ft. or something
like that. It’s virtually free due to the kind folks who run that activist
church. I’m telling you how I ended up where I am now. It’s the long
version. Then later on, a friend of mine had a sort of beach shack
one block from the beach in Venice. He decided to get married and
leave town, so I said, “I want your place”. I lived there from ‘95 until
around 2000 when the real estate boom kicked in. My landlord ended up doubling the rent. Then I was going to Europe to do something. I put all my stuff in storage. Then I started doing this project
in Kentucky [RFK in EKY] that turned out to be a huge project. For
about five years I had the office in LA, and when I was in LA working on LAPD, I would crash around at friend’s houses. I had a lot of
friends who also traveled. Usually I would be able to get a place for
my wife Henriëtte—who I collaborate with—and me. We’d have a
spot of our own. We eventually got a place in Kentucky. Then when
that project finally ended, which was about 2006, we had to come
back to LA. Rather than look for real estate, I saw that 18th Street
Art Center had an artist-in-residence slot available. I wrote another
application and sent another work sample and we ended up here.
So that’s the long story to your question.
DG You touched on a couple things I was going to ask you about.
It’s funny my family actually lives in what used to be a Japanese
internment camp in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The piece Olympic
Update Homelessness in Los Angeles occurred under the Freedom
of Expression Monument, which was a collaboration. Can you say
a little bit about that piece served as a bridge between your life in
New York and your decision to move West?
JM I’d been doing a series of monologues that were serious and

funny in New York. Some of them were political as well. There
weren’t scads of people living on the streets until about ’83, until
after the Reagan presidency sort of kicked in. Even though I was
living in the East Village, and there was always the Bowery—which
of course isn’t the Bowery anymore it’s like a luxury spot—but
17
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Bowery was the New York word for Skid Row. You didn’t see scads
of people living on the street. And then you did. It’s important to say
that because—when you were you born?
DG 1978.
JM A lot of students were Reagan babies and just assume things

have always been the way they are now. At that time it was really
shocking. I remember walking right around the men’s shelter on
3rd street in the winter and it was snowing. There was some guy
sleeping in a big old Cadillac convertible with the top down and
the snow was accumulating on him. That was really weird at that
time. I decided to do something about that. What happened with
the Creative Time [Olympic Update] project which you bring up now,
which I hadn’t really thought about until this moment—a lot of the
projects that LAPD does now, and going back to the beginnings of
LAPD, involves not only performance, but also usually something to
do with visual arts, plus conversations and other kinds of activities
depending on the project, a constellation of things. Creative Time
bringing together the architect [Laurie Hawkinson], the visual artist
[Erika Rothenberg] and myself to do something is in some sense
connected to the way we tend to work. We use a bunch of different
ways of getting at some thematic thing we are trying to deal with.

DG You said you noticed some of these issues with homelessness
appearing where they hadn’t been before. How did you decide
it was your business to do work that addressed the issues of
homelessness? Was that your stance as a citizen, or was there a
personal link to that?
JM I didn’t know that I’d be talking to you 28 years later about

homelessness. It was just a project. When I came to any kind of
consciousness was when I was in college during the Vietnam War
at the University of Wisconsin, and then later when I did one year
of miserable graduate study at Columbia University was during
the era of Kent State. When all the schools closed down after Kent
State that’s when I was finally liberated from post-graduate education. I always thank Nixon for my performance career after that.
18
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When there was a draft during the Vietnam War college students
were in a strategic position vis-à-vis the war. Namely they were the
cannon fodder. They had something at stake and they were in a
place to therefore make a statement about not liking the role that
had been given. That was removed in later generations when they
decided to have a volunteer army: anyone who was poor enough
could volunteer. Personally after that then I moved to New York. I
started getting interested in performance. I started to learn about
how to do it a little bit. Then I started doing these monologues in
the 80’s when Reagan was elected. I didn’t really know it, but I was
looking for a strategic location to be. I do remember thinking, “Well
I could do something about wars in Central America”. But I was
looking for something that was tactile, not second hand. Something
I didn’t know about, but that I could actually experience. I wasn’t
planning on moving to Los Angeles. I was only planning on doing
a performance about homelessness. I just fell into a situation that
was very, very meaningful and it put me in a locus where I could
actually know something about what I was doing, what I was talking
about. It allowed me to interface with everyone: City Council members, lawyers, homeless activists, social workers, homeless people,
“blah, blah, blah”. It just opened my world so much. As I used to say,
in a flip way: I got tired of wearing black clothing and staying up all
night and never going above 14th street.
DG Statements about LAPD use the phrase “creating community”
as opposed to being a “community artist”, or being a “community
project”. I know that may be a fine line, but that strikes me as mindful language. Do you have any thoughts on that?
JM I have a lot of thoughts about that. I used to say, when commu-

nity art first showed up—just like homelessness, at a certain point
“Community Art” showed up, like how “Social Practice” showed up
now. Not that it didn’t exist before, but now it’s a word. I used to
say, “Everyone supports community based art, but it’s a code word
for bad art”. Meaning, not that it necessarily was bad art, but that
it was lower on the totem pole. It came with red flags attached to it.
With regard to Skid Row, in the one sense there is a certain kind of
community, just on the streets of Skid Row. But as Sunshine, one
19

PSU ART AND SOCIAL PRACTICE REFERENCE POINTS

of the original members of LAPD said famously, “In Skid Row your
best friend is the guy who is going to steal your shoes when you
go to bed at night”. There’s a real issue of community and people
are trying to make community on Skid Row, meaning a safe place
people would feel comfortable in. A place that had, as they say,
the “normative comforts” of other neighborhoods. In other words if
there are trash cans in other neighborhoods, what about trash cans
in Skid Row, which actually was an issue. So, if you have a park in
another neighborhood, what about a park in this neighborhood? If
you have a mailbox in other neighborhoods, what about a mailbox
in this neighborhood? If you have public transportation in other
neighborhoods, what about public transportation in this neighborhood? Creating community has always been an important thing
that we’ve been trying to do, as well as other people before us like
Catholic Worker and Inner City Law. It started very small. In the beginning, you try to make community among the people who are in
the room at LAPD, or the people who come to Los Angeles Men’s
Place. The idea of making community was in these discrete places
where people could feel safe and have some input into what went
on, and be respected for it, be allowed to use all their higher faculties, stuff like that. Over the years it’s gone out from that to more
places, and more places until the entire neighborhood, whether
you’re inside, outside, or wherever, feels like a community. Right
now Skid Row is one of the few places in LA where you can walk
down the street, where people actually do walk down the street,
and have conversations. They know one another and they run into
one another and they scream across the street. And business gets
done. When we are walking down the street, chances are we’re going to get the business done faster by running into people than we
are by writing the email. In LA that’s a really unique situation. Where
I live now you can walk down the street and you can’t see anybody.
DG In your experience—getting to the content of the theatrical work
that you are doing—when does a story become a political tool, and
when is a story just a piece of apolitical entertainment?
JM You talked about “making community” vs. “community art”.

We’ve always tried to confuse the categories and not fit into some20
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thing that could be dismissed as community art. Instead we do
something more problematic than that. On the one hand everything
that we have done is political, just because of where it comes from,
but on the other hand sometimes things have not always been
explicitly political. When I first started LAPD, the first public thing
we ever did was at a demonstration around some of these welfare
issues that I was talking about earlier. The first show we did inside
a theater was a bunch of monologues. I asked people to find a
physical activity that they enjoy doing, that when they do it, they
feel confident about themselves, and then just to do it until they
got into the zone that they’re in when they do it. For example one
person did jumping rope. They just did it until they got into a zone
where they feel the way they do when they are jumping rope. And
then they talked about that. We wrote it all down. A bunch of those
became monologues. The ones that were in the shows were usually
the ones where feeling good also triggered some other flip emotion.
So you had this duality, this unexpected transition. That wasn’t explicitly political at all—although one of guys monologues turned out
to be about Civil Rights—but it was up to the people themselves
what turned out. I chose which ones to use based on if there was
this flip emotion that gave it a kind of dimensionality…One very annoying result [of working with narrative] is that people assume that
some people tell their stories, and some people watch their stories
being told. People who tell their stories, they only have one story to
tell, which is “how they became homeless” or “how they got PTSD”
or whatever. Whereas other people watch these stories being told,
and it sort of engages their empathy. That’s a thing that LAPD has
always questioned: a simplistic notion of not only human emotions
but of entrenched power relations.
DG Your work could be viewed as socially conscious or artistically
defensible/motivated. Or as I would see it, both of those things. Do
you separate the aspects of the work, and what would constitute a
“moment of art” for you?
JM I don’t try to separate them particularly. I guess they could be

separated for some reason or another, but I don’t try to separate
them. I’m thinking about when I first got involved in California where
21
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life was art more than in New York, and people I knew used to
say, “Anything I do is art, because I do it, and I’m an artist.” Coming
from an East Coast point of view, I had a more discrete view, but
now I think the kinds of projects we do—it’s sort of like real estate.
They say “location, location, location”. It’s about doing something
strategic. A big issue about being an artist is like—it matters to
me, but who cares? You know what I mean? You’re always stuck
with that. When I was living in New York and being a performance
artist, I reached a certain level of success as I was having gigs in
good alternative spots and I was getting a glory review once a year
or maybe twice. For me, that was achieving. Personally, I didn’t
see how I was going to go beyond that, and it was a meager diet:
one or two good pieces of writing each year on the work you were
doing. That was one thing that I was thinking about when I ended
up moving to LA. Who cares? and Why are you doing this? Who
are you doing this for? When I got involved with things in LA, things
started clicking. It seemed that there were so many levels that what
I was doing made sense. It didn’t matter one way or another. When
you’re dealing with people at LAPD, solving their problems or just
hanging out, you feel like something is getting done, that there’s
something worthwhile there. Then if you’re also making something
that is interesting from an artistic point of view, that’s something
else that’s getting done. When I was working for the lawyers, for
welfare benefits or something, that’s something getting done, and if
you’re also part of a big class action suit that’s really turning things
around, that’s something else getting done. There were so many
different levels on which things were getting done that it was just a
more satisfying diet.
DG What is your relationship to discipline when it comes to a rehearsal scenario?
JM I’m notorious for letting everything happen organically. It’s

very free flowing. I do planned things, but that doesn’t mean that’s
what’s going to happen by any means. That’s always been true.
You respond to the moment, what’s going on and you find where
the energy is and follow what shows up. It’s a pretty laborious proc-
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ess because it’s not a straight line by any means. It’s all about that
in the way I work.
DG But it seems like there’s almost a discipline to not having
discipline.
JM Yeah I’m sure there is. Absolutely...It’s really sort of like one big

mind. That’s what’s cool about working together is that if you treat
it like one big mind you can get all these things that you wouldn’t
have thought about yourself coming into it. If you can capture those
in some way and slowly integrate them then you’re miles ahead.

DG Could you say something about the importance of the stage as
a device in your work?
JM I don’t know what to say about the stage.
DG Ok. How do you relate the disciplines of visual art and theater?
You are having conversations with people in the visual art community, and in theater community, and obviously within the Skid Row
community. The stage is a kind of medium where certain effects
can be achieved that maybe couldn’t be achieved in other places.
JM For better and worse we’ve been in the margins of both of these

things. For worse because we are on the margin of each discipline,
and for better because we can swing both ways. When I was in
New York I was being a performance artist, and then as soon as I
came out here and I was working with a lot of people, I was suddenly a theater director. If we do it in a black room its theater, if
we do it in a white room its art. There’s a lot of conventions that
we pick up on to a certain extent, but also don’t enforce them and
don’t have to pay that much attention to them, but it still determines
our fate in a certain way. For me the coolest thing about theater,
which I had never really thought about, is that it is a lot of people
working together. That’s cool. There’s a certain social element to it,
whereas visual art has a notion of single people doing stuff, which
sounds like something that you were saying in your letter that Social
Practice for you, is about people doing stuff together...
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United Coalition East Prevention Project,
before a rehearsal with the Los Angeles
Poverty Department. Henriëtte Brouwers
and Kevin Michael Key sit in front of
a camera. They are long time collaborators
with John Malpede in the theater troupe.
Henriëtte is John’s wife.
Scene 1
Henriëtte
If I think of John’s work, he started LAPD in
1984/5 and the whole artistic and social climate
was different. All the organizing that Ted Hayes and
Harry Rogers did, it was much more people organizing
demonstrations. It has sort of evolved into a whole
different way of organizing now. It was much more
hands on in a way, because of all the internet stuff
we have now, Occupy etc. wasn’t there. I can see
the development from a performance artist, how he just
27
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started working with the raw energy of Skid Row.
LAPD performances were very personal, about the
people in the group, and a lot of them had mental
issues or drug issues. There was a wild energy,
very improvisational, and very much hands on.
KEVIN MICHAEL
I think it’s still the same now.
Henriëtte
No. LAPD has changed a lot!
KEVIN MICHAEL
It’s still personal.
Henriëtte
But it’s not that wild–
KEVIN MICHAEL
Right, because people’s situations have evolved.
Henriëtte
I think John has become more strategic in his way
of dealing with the issues. The issues in the
beginning were very, very personal and of course
the bigger issues come out of that.
KEVIN MICHAEL
Right…
Henriëtte
When we started doing Red Beard/ Red Beard and
Agents and Assets, that was a big shift in the work
of LAPD.
KEVIN MICHAEL
I see what you’re saying.
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Henriëtte
For example with Agents and Assets was about the war
on drugs, not in a personal experience but in the
experience of–
KEVIN MICHAEL
A whole community, a whole group of people,
a whole class of people.
Henriëtte
It was really about policies. How are the drugs
getting into the country? How the CIA had been
involved, it was illegal, secret–
KEVIN MICHAEL
Government actions and–
Henriëtte
Yeah all that. So it made it much bigger and it sort
of showed that whole social spectrum around it, and
tried to have that kind of debate. That’s actually
why we never have debates after the performance like,
“What was it like to be in the performance being
homeless?” We really tried to avoid these kinds of
discussions, but make it about everybody in the room.
KEVIN MICHAEL
I guess the way that I see it
it’s a natural progression. I
initially the homeless issues
at as if you could get a hand
by one person, by one person.

is that, in a sense,
would think that
were almost looked
on it one person,

Henriëtte
Over the years John was looking for ways to be more
effective, to make change much bigger. Then it
became much more about the issues, not so much about
the personal stories. The whole work of the last 10
29
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years in the LAPD has really been about changing the
narrative of the community and starting to show the
reality, not of the individuals, but of the commu
nity
that Skid Row is, because it HAS NOT been represented
as a community, but one of a bunch of criminals and
drug addicts. Whereas what LAPD has been doing since
2002, is the history on Skid Row. We’ve been really
starting to talk about this community and showing–
KEVIN MICHAEL
There IS a community.
Henriëtte
I think that’s what you can say. It went from
individuals, to issues, to the narrative of the
community of Skid Row.
KEVIN MICHAEL
I don’t think I would have ever really got involved
if it weren’t for Agents and Assets.
Henriëtte
That was the real segway–
KEVIN MICHAEL
It was my comfort zone; because of course my training
is in law. In Agents and Assets we had community
people playing congressmen, power positions. It’s
in a congressional hearing setting. I was trained
to point fingers and ask questions, and so I felt
a certain comfort being involved. I just viewed
it through the prism of a performance project in which
the role that I played was one that I was comfortable
with. Then when I began really listening to the
dialogue and the conversations with the people we
brought in. I saw that we were making a statement,
a political statement, and we had positions, and
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the beauty of John’s hand in all of that is that it’s
somewhat subtle. Clearly we staked out our position
on the issue, but its not bombastic. It’s not, “Take
it or leave it”. Its, “What do you think about this?”
For me as an untrained artist, it’s more and more
about the subtleties each time we’ve done it. There’s
an artistic creative craftsmanship element to working
in LAPD, and then there’s also the inspirational thing
for me, because the type of law that I always aspired
to practice was being a progressive people’s lawyer:
hoping and praying and trying to work for social
change. And then to understand that through art and
theater that I could STILL be an advocate. (Pause)
I lost my law license, but I feel that in many ways
I’m much more free to be an advocate using theater
as my venue. I’m not tied down by rules of evidence
and legal procedures, racist, fascist, oppressive
judges. We can just give our version of this reality.
It’s open for people to accept or deny and yet it’s
real clear that through this theater project and
through the projects that we do that I’m still an
advocate for the type of people that I always wanted
to represent, people like me that have been virtually
voiceless for so long. So it’s just right for me,
and what I seek to do with my life, and what I would
like to add to the social mix. This theater group
is the perfect match.
Henriëtte
And that’s why you’re there. All this time.
KEVIN MICHAEL
That’s why I’m here.
Henriëtte
Wow, ok Kevin. Well I’ll also say something about how
I started with LAPD, because that’s sort of where you
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are the freshest. I started with LAPD in the year
2000, before we did Agents and Assets. The first thing
that I saw was a workshop that John was doing at the
Harbor Light, the drug recovery program for women.
That was really to me something I had never experi
enced before. There were women that were just two days
off the street. They were going through detox as we
were there in that room. John was doing movement, and
these women were like (moans) “What?” He was used to
that obviously, and I– I come from a professional
theater background. I said, “Shouldn’t we try to get
these women in? They’re not paying attention, they’re
not even hearing what you’re saying John”. He just
didn’t care about that. He cared about it, but he
didn’t want to force them to be part of it. He just
let them be part of it as they were ready to be part
of it. For me it was more about the people and the
situation, because the way John was working was very
similar to mine theatrically. I used a lot of
movement, I used found text, I wrote down text of
improv
isations. I made original performances when I
was directing my own performances. Plus I was very
technical. I have this whole movement and mime
background.
KEVIN MICHAEL
So I know!
Henriëtte
So at a certain moment a most amazing thing happened.
He got a bunch of people to really get into whatever
movement it was and just start saying text out of
that. And the others were beginning to pay attention.
This beautiful thing came out of that, where it was
very sensitive. Actually, I remember, he was asking
people to remember a place where they felt safe in
their youth and start moving from that place. From
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these movements they created a series they could
repeat, and maybe say a few sentences of those
memories. It was very beautiful and very moving to see
that sort of all of sudden take shape, where people
had been off the street and feeling very unsafe. It
was creating this safe place right there, this focus
on beauty and safety that people were obviously very
much missing in their lives. That is really still,
I think, the essence of LAPD. That’s something that
John has really developed. He has a really good
sense of it, using people where they are, using the
theatrical techniques of creativity to bring that out,
these very personal things, and offering them tools
to give it a shape, or a voice.
KEVIN MICHAEL
Somehow the kernel that may be in this community of
Skid Row becomes inclusive to other poverty areas and
other social issues. That’s the real beauty of the way
we work. It’s a safe space for us as collaborators.
We’re all deemed collaborators in this process and
so once the people that are part of the group come
to understand that, there’s a certain freedom–
Henriëtte
And ownership that people take.
KEVIN MICHAEL
Absolutely.
Henriëtte
That’s right. He likes to, as he says, “confuse the
categories” so everybody is an actor and everybody
is a collaborator and everybody is an expert, because
it’s about the people that are in the group and it’s
about their expertise on the subjects that are on the
table. Everybody’s opinions or experiences are valued
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in the same ways. There’s a place for everything.
He doesn’t exclude anybody.
KEVIN MICHAEL
I’ll never forget when we went to Charlotte and
did the work with the homeless—they’re called “the
campouts” there. It’s a more rural setting where
they’re at. We came in and it was only 10 days we had
to work with those people. The first couple of days,
you know, we’re from Los Angeles, and we’re THEATER,
and so they kept waiting for us to tell them how
to act and what hoops to jump through and everything,
and when they finally realized that we were there
to partner with them and to expand on their knowledge,
their expertise, all of sudden you could see the
wings spreading. We made something beautiful based on
telling a truth about their own experiences. In that
way it’s a lot of joy and freedom to be a collaborator
with John. I met you first. Then when John came in
I wasn’t quite sure, you know, the stereotypes I had
about a director and the way shit was gonna go. It
was totally different, it was a very relaxed but very
creative situation that allowed me to find what I could
do, and allowed Tony and allowed Laylani and allowed
Marian and allowed Phoenix and all of us to really
experiment and feel free to experiment.
Henriëtte
What might the public not understand?
KEVIN MICHAEL
That there’s a lot of fucking research that goes into
it, a lot of reading, a lot of studying.
Henriëtte
That’s part of the process, researching. We study very
hard. And a very few people have seen that.
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KEVIN MICHAEL
Because we try to deal with controversial subjects,
we want to make sure that we have a pretty adept
understanding of the issue. We generally do have
a position, but–
Henriëtte
It’s informed.
KEVIN MICHAEL
Exactly. There you go.
Henriëtte
Yeah, we know what we’re talking about. I’ve seen
so many artists say, “Oh, I have my personal opinion
and that is what I make my art about”. That is
something that LAPD really doesn’t do. It’s not
about personal opinions, its really about informed
opinions. The artistic form comes out of that. It’s
not something that’s imposed on it. The more you
understand about a subject, or an issue, the clearer
it becomes about how to treat it or represent it
as an artist. What is the most effective way to
do that? Its always flexible, the form, and the shape
that it takes is always different. There’s also
not one method. Everybody always asks. “What’s
LAPD’s method?”
KEVIN MICHAEL
[laughs]
Henriëtte
We hate it. The method is that you start over every
time. And you have to first do your homework before
you find your form... I was just thinking about another
thing in the earlier times of LAPD, but its something
that is sort of important. I saw it at the end of
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the wild LAPD, which I really miss actually, you know
I joined LAPD at the end of what I refer to as the
“wild period”.
KEVIN MICHAEL
So, if this is the tame one, wow…
Henriëtte
What I saw John do often is that he played the role
of the dog. That was still happening in the beginning
years when I was with LAPD. He would just throw
himself into any kind of improvisation and play a dog.
KEVIN MICHAEL
[laughs]
Henriëtte
I thought it was the perfect thing to do. It was very
unexpected; people didn’t understand it. How can you
oppose a dog? You forgive a dog anything. It really
would sort of change the energy of whatever was going
on and it would create openings where people could
start doing different things because they could just
talk to a dog instead of a person which they maybe
hated or were really irritated by. It would change the
dynamic, and to me that was a brilliant way of being
in the improvisation, but also steering in a certain
way, allowing people to do weird things. That’s often
something people have to learn when they start making
theater, giving people permission to try something
different to try something weird or just explore
things in a different way. John would often initiate
it by playing the dog. To me that’s how I saw it. Its
something that I developed, I thought it was a good
way of doing it. I have been that kind of person often
too. Because I am Dutch, people think I talk weird and
I come from a different country. I’m a dog whether I
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like to be or not, I am. But by giving that a value
and using that in a situation like, “I don’t know, I’m
not from here, just tell me what you think it should
be like”. You can question things that maybe you could
otherwise not question, or you can just give a whole
new idea and its fresh. You know what I mean? Those
things have been important for me and I think they are
important in LAPD as well. To not judge things, but
to give the otherness or the strangeness, or just the
creative impulses—
KEVIN MICHAEL
[facetiously] We embrace the OTHERNESS in LAPD.
Henriëtte
Well THAT I think, we can conclude.
KEVIN MICHAEL
I think that’s a good ending point. One other thing:
so, liberal progressive me, the one thing that gets
frustrating– here I am, I did criminal defense so
I’m ready to defend anybody– but by God, John put
your foot down. [laughs] LAPD has a rule! The only
way you get kicked out of LAPD is if you disqualify
yourself and stop coming back. It’s fucking amazing,
I don’t understand it. I don’t want to say it too
loud, because Lord knows what’ll happen in tonight’s
rehearsal if people knew that that was our policy. But
that’s the policy, and people DO come back. People do
LEAVE, but they can always come back. Ain’t that cool?
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CASE STUDY #1

Olympic Update:
Homelessness in Los Angeles

Time frame
Workshopped spring/summer 1984. Performed in August.
description
This monologue piece took place as part of Creative Time’s Art on
the Beach series which featured collaborations between architects,
performers, and visual artists. A sculpture, basically a big megaphone entitled the Freedom of Expression National Monument, was
installed in the Battery Park City landfill pointing towards the World
Trade Center. The megaphone was available all summer for anyone
to use and say whatever they wanted. During the summer Malpede
witnessed police sweeps of homeless on the streets of Los Angeles, occurring before the Olympics. While volunteering with a legal
clinic he attended a hearing at the County Board of Supervisors
regarding the destitute conditions at hotels in Skid Row. An audio
tape and transcript from this hearing served as source material for
his monologue piece in New York at the end of the summer. The
monologues written at the Blue Mountain Center, NY. This work
served as a link between a series of solo performances in the New
York art scene, and Malpede’s involvement with the homeless in
Los Angeles, introducing him to the Catholic Worker etc.
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Funding
Creative Time funded the project, through a NEA grant. The funding
structures were emerging as this type of work was emerging.
Budget
$10,000
reference points
The location, an “alchemical” site (which added sand and dirty
water and created the world’s most expensive real-estate);
homelessness, which was just becoming visible at this time.
AcknowledgEments
Collaborators: architect, Laurie Hawkinson; visual artist,
Erika Rothenberg.
Audience
Lower Manhattan, art interested folks, open to the public.
Continuity
Performed in San Diego the following year, and monologues have
been repeated over the years, sometimes with the LAPD. Megaphone sculpture was resurrected in Foley Square in 2004 around
the Presidential election. That sculpture was then given a permanent home at Western Sculpture Park in St. Paul, MN. Finally, a Nike
commercial featuring a similar megaphone aired. Erika and Laurie
took them to court and won.
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CASE STUDY #2

RED BEARD / RED BEARD

Time frame
2000. Took place over a year and half (writing the grant through
doing the performance).
description
A group performance with the LAPD. Background: Malpede was
in Oaxaca Mexico, learning Spanish, taking a break. At the time
Akira Kurosawa, the great Japanese film director, died. His film Red
Beard was screened at an art cinema center in Oaxaca. Malpede
watched it with (with Spanish subtitles) and was struck by the narrative, and figured LAPD could do a great job with this story about
how to reverse the cycle of hurt. Form: It was performed as a duet
between the movie, which played on a small TV set on stage, and
the performers. Red Beard, Red Beard was all about scale. The
original production was in a small community room with 11 chairs
for the performers and one TV on one wall of the room, 9 feet of
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playing space between them and 2 rows of 11 chairs for the audience. The movie was shown in Japanese without subtitles, on a TV
not a projection screen—so that the film didn’t dwarf the humans.
In 2008, LAPD redid Red Beard, Red Beard with the Theatre du
Gennivilliers (a national theater in a Paris suburb). In Gennivilliers,
which is a large black box theater, they preserved the intimate scale
of the production by having 4 casts, 4 TVs and 4 audiences. The 4
casts performed in unison, one right in front of each audience and
the others as visual echoes.
Funding
Combination of a grant from the Dept. of Cultural Affairs, and a
grant from the NEA.
Budget
$15,000 (for original production) $120,000 for French production
in 2008.
reference points
Influences on project: Akira Kurosawa.
acknowledgEments
2000: Directed by John Malpede. Cast: Linda Blaisdale, Steve
Chaney, Emmanuel Deleage, Minetta Harrison, Joe Nobile, Tony
Parker, Alex Restrepo, Ibrahim Saba, Diane Thomas, Phillip Wasson.

2008: Co-production with Theatre du Gennevilliers. Directed
by John Malpede. Associate director: Henriëtte Brouwers collaborated in France. Cast: Romain Adenet, Nora Aissaoui, Kamel
Akli, Christophe Amsili, Julien Aulon, Patrice Aurand, Pilar Barthe,
Taoufik Benromdhane, Kherfia Benzelmat, Jean-Yves Bessam, Pierrick Blondelet, Garmia Bouabdelhan, Henriëtte Brouwers, Abdel
Hakim Chakroune, Finn Dickmann, Célina Domergue, Ouarda
Essalhi, Chantal Fontanesi, Lise Gokool, Alexandre Jodlowski,
Sabri Kamach, Mireille Kossi, Orida Krouni, Christian Lapeyroux,
Siga Magassa, Fabienne Mésenge, Viviana Miele, Samira Nanna,
Romain Neuillet, Anaïs Nony, Marie France Ohayon, Anne Pepin,
Gregor Roubelat, Maxime Samel, Bahri Sebkhi, Christiane Tetu,
Hadrya Zentou.
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Audience
Mix of skid row and art people. France, there was a lot of outreach
into the community, which was very diverse, and “amateur” actors.
Continuity
Another major iteration of the production took place in 2008 in
France, as a result of an invite by Pascal Rambert. It was in a
large black box theater. Four casts performed simultaneously, 3 in
French, 1 in English, and the casts rotated positions around
the room.
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CASE STUDY #3

RFK in EKY

Time frame
Initial trip to KY 2000, recreation tour occurred in 2004. Malpede
stayed in KY for a year and a half afterwards.
description
Appalshop supported a project called “American Festival” which
was run by Michael Hunt. After a few ideas proposed (some with
Harrell Fletcher) Malpede put forward the idea of recreating Robert
Kennedy’s Eastern Kentucky “Poverty Tour” of 1968. Malpede
spent time researching the tour, talking to people, traveling the
route. The communities were engaged in a wide ranging series of
memorabilia-gathering events. Recreated hearings, discussion
events, other types of activities.
53

PSU ART AND SOCIAL PRACTICE REFERENCE POINTS

Funding
Research funded through the America Festival, then a MAP Fund
grant, then a second MAP Fund grant, then the American Festival
ran out of money, Michael Hunt lost his job and Malpede became
project director and hired Hunt back. Ultimately funders also included, Rockefeller foundation’s PACT program, Nathan Cummings
Foundation, Kentucky Arts Council, and Appalshop.
Budget
$400,000
reference points
LAPD’s project Agents and Assets project contributed, local values
of KY.
acknowledgEments
Produced by Appalshop. John Malpede, Artistic Director; Nell
Fields, Project Coordinator; Henriëtte Brouwers, Associate Director;
Michael Hunt, Dramaturg and Development; Sjoerd Waganeer,
Technical Director; Doug Dorshug, Sound Director; Ginny Norris,
Volunteer Coordinator; Harrell Fletcher, Memorabilia Design; Mat
Schwarzman, Documentation; Robert Salyer, Video Documentation;
Brendan Hunt, Web Design; Suzanne Savell, WMMT Liaison;
Joe Gray, Director of video; Andrea Kubilus, Media and Archive
Intern; Rebecca Shepherd, Performance Intern; Barret L. May,
Administrative Intern; Marloes van der Hoek, Production Intern;
Menno Riemerma Vinken, Production Intern; Marieke küttschreutter,
Production Intern; Heiner sönke Behrends, Production Intern. For
cast members, please see: http://rfkineky.org/project/community/
cast.htm.
Audience
Local people, artists visiting for the American Festival. Outsiders
and insiders.
Continuity
4-5 years in different phases and engagements with the people of
Eastern Kentucky.
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CASE STUDY #4

Bright Futures

Time frame
May 2009 performance.
December 2009 performance and installation.
description
A production based out of M.I.T., Malpede was invited by Larissa
Harris to do a project on alternative histories. He initially proposed
a history of open source software, then the financial crisis was in
full effect and the business school became more of a focus. Form:
Performance piece and video/sculpture installation. Performance strategy utilized two highly contradictory texts coming out
of M.I.T.– Malpede attended and took notes at a business school
pep-talk. He distributed these notes to the performers who improvised around them, with the instruction that if something seemed
particularly egregious, then repeat it. The 2nd text was from an
article by MIT economist Simon Johnson that ran in the Atlantic
Monthly, and severely criticized the financial oligarchy for causing
the financial crash. Audience members were asked to chose and
read aloud a paragraph from Johnson’s article when called upon by
the performers, who were ostensibly calling upon students eager to
get a financial industry job.
59

PSU ART AND SOCIAL PRACTICE REFERENCE POINTS

Funding
Center for Advanced Visual Studies at M.I.T. With funding from The
MAP Fund, and others.
Budget
$70,000
Reference points
The financial situation, M.I.T.
acknowledgEments
Directed by John Malpede. Performed by JM, Nell Breyer, Tanya
Selvaratnam. A large-scale collapsing (and re-assembling) house
of cards designed by Wendy Jacob’s Visual Arts class, “Things
Fall Apart” was integrated into the performance and the subsequent
video installation. A video mix of the “Bright Futures” performance,
projected on the house of cards was installed in the new Media
Lab atrium Dec 10 through Dec 17, 2009. The video installation was
made with Daniel Cevallos , Mary Ellen Strom and James Dingle
from the School of the Museum of Fine Arts and with MIT’s
Robert Oschorn.
Audience
Performa audience, M.I.T. academic community–art and financial.
Continuity
Also occurred in 2009 at Performa.
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CASE STUDY #5

Walk the Talk

Time frame
2012
description
A public art and performance project. Background: Susan Gray of
City of LA Redevelopment Agency (CRA) asked LAPD to do something. Malpede proposed an outdoor museum on the history of Skid
Row. To get started they did a gallery show at the Box Gallery along
with performances and workshops. Here they solicited the community’s opinion for names for a series of plaques to be installed in
the city. Thirty-six people important to the development of the Skid
Row community, artists, activists, people active in recovery, were
selected and subsequently interviewed. The interviews were edited
and performed on the street in a large scale participatory parade
complete with brass band. The public art aspect of the project ran
into obstacles, financial and political. Development interests and
aligned local politicians didn’t want to honor people whose activities had thwarted the displacement of Skid Row, and the CRA was
defunded by Governor Jerry Brown in a deficit reduction action.
For these reasons the plaques have yet to be realized, though they
have been designed, by Mr. Brainwash and were carried aloft in the
performance / parade element of the project.
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Funding
Initially the CRA. The MAP Fund, NEA-Theater, The Lia Fund,
LA County Arts Commission.
Budget
$130,000
Reference points
The history of Skid Row.
acknowledgEments
John Malpede and collaborator Henriëtte Brouwers.

LAPD CAST: John Malpede, Henriëtte Brouwers, Austin Hines, Bradley Spann, Kevin Michael Key, Ibrahim Saba, Linda Harris, Carmen
Vega, Celestine Williams, Anthony Taylor, Jennifer Campbell, Chas
jackson, Walter Fears, Jose Vandenburg, Samyrha Saba. LAPD
staff support: Sohrab Mohebi. Mr. Brainwash, visual art. Brass
Band. Paradigm Brass: Mark Bolin, Courtney Jones, Josh Aguiar,
Mike Rocha, David Sedgwick, John Bradley, Erm Navarro, Nick
Depinna, Rich Firman, Mitch Montrose, Tim Ganard, Brian Beukelman, and pick up musicians: Phillip Ross, Kenneth Christopher,
Dave Muller.
Audience
Skid Row, activists and residents.
Continuity
It will be a yearly event.
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